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    This is not her story. She stole it from the young woman who did not realize until the end that it was hers.

She lived in a small apartment in the oldest quarter of an ancient city, the rent having been paid for in an act of charity. She had made a friend of the priest thanks to her frequent visitations to his little church, and he had come to learn of her financial straits and had managed to offer for free the small space with one bedroom and a window overlooking the square without making her feel shame. He needn’t have worried. She was not a person much inclined to shame. On her daily walks down the neighborhood’s ancient streets, she boasted to each shopkeeper or waiter of the enthusiastic reception she had received from the one before. She sometimes told these men of her good fortune to be taken in by the church, and even then she arranged the story to convince her listeners it was the church and not she herself who should be grateful of the arrangement. Her listeners were almost always men, for even in her advanced years she was possessed of classic Hellenic beauty—the same beauty of the statues in the new museum just a few streets from the little square. It was said in the neighborhood that on the day a giant crane had lifted the ancient statues from the old museum over the rooftops to deposit them into the new, the men had joined the old woman in the square to watch, looking from the marble forms aloft, to her, and back up again, remarking on the likeness.

When the young woman stopped at the old woman’s apartment to deliver a basket of fresh figs from the priest’s family while he was still at weekday service, no one would have expected her to stay for conversation, especially not the young woman herself who had something else to do. But our story thief, our beauty—Irini is what we will call her—invited the young woman up for tea and encouraged her to eat two figs from the basket and poured a glass of lukewarm water for her to drink, and she did not send the young woman down the stairs into the square until the rooftop cinema across the way had begun its early show and bats were swooping through the mulberry trees.

This is not the old woman’s story. It is the story of the young woman who arrived that day with the first figs of the season to drop off and left to find her mobile alive with messages she had not even thought to listen for. Where are U, Anna? Anna. Can’t stay longer. C U later heading home. Anna: we will give her this name as simple and symmetrical as that of the old woman. She put the mobile in the back pocket of her jeans and swung her leg over the motorbike she had locked to the lamppost many hours before and drove away.

Her friends did not in fact go home to the apartments where they lived still or again with their parents, crammed into the formerly gracious spaces with high ceilings and tall cupboards that had once held gowns and suits. They went instead from the square where they had messaged Anna to another square in another part of the city and forgot about Anna until she arrived on her bike, knowing she would find someone there to have a drink with. This was a run-down quarter of the city, once the location of silk mills where worms had munched on mulberry leaves in broad trays beneath glass ceiling panes. Now the streets were lined with decrepit houses that gave space to buzzing galleries and bars. Anna’s friends sat at one of these, the one with the caged parakeet by the espresso machine, and looked up at her with mixed surprise and indignation. What happened to her? They’d given up. No, they hadn’t gone home after all because what were they thinking, it was Friday. Not that it mattered to them what day of the week it was since none of them had jobs that adhered to any sort of weekday schedule. They were artists, musicians, actors. They were, like so many of their generation in the aftermath of the great economic crisis, unemployed.

Anna chained her motorbike to a railing and dragged a chair across the cement into place at her friends’ table. She drew out cigarettes and her lighter from her jeans, lit one, sat back, and said, “Hey.”

“We waited for you.”

“I know. Sorry.”

“You never picked up.”

She said all this in its Greek equivalent, having learned the language early and quite thoroughly from her immigrant parents in the United States. She knew, for instance, that the Greek version of the casual hey of an American was to say, upon arriving, come.

Anna’s friends didn’t know how frequently she went to church, and she preferred to keep them in ignorance. It was not cool to be twenty-seven years old and attending the liturgy. It was not cool to like not only the scent of incense and the refreshing air of the tiny stone building with the plush red carpet down its stubby nave, but also the serene eyes of the icons and the priest’s words promising of something exalted. So, she said only that she had had an errand and let the friends think she had been engaged in one of the many regular tussles with bureaucracy they all engaged in on their own behalf or for their parents. Perhaps she had been paying her parents’ phone bill. Perhaps she had been registering her motorbike, or perhaps she had been in a pharmacy line for contraception. All of these could have taken long enough to have made her ignore her messages and meet her friends by accident and late.

When the waiter came, she ordered beer and listened to the conversation among her friends, but finally could not resist.

“I met this cool old lady. In Plaka,” she said, naming the ancient city quarter with the little square and the rooftop cinema.

“OK.”

The friends went back to their conversation.

“No, guys. She was really cool. Not what you’re thinking.”

“What are we thinking?” They laughed. “You met a Yia-Yiá.”

They shrugged and went on talking. Their lives were populated with old women in the figures of their grandmothers and great-aunts, and Anna’s news of meeting yet one more struck them as neither rare nor particularly desirable.

“No. I don’t know,” Anna said. “I wasn’t going to stay. But she invited me in. She told me stories about Plaka. She’s lived there her whole life.”

“A snob, then.”

“An aristocrat.”

“No,” Anna said. “I don’t think so.” She realized she did not know this to be true. The old woman’s social class was muddled by her dependence on the church. But she must have been well-to-do once. In the apartment there were silver picture frames arrayed on a walnut sideboard and leather-covered books in a case. Her clothes were nothing fancy—a twill skirt and a blouse with buttons down the front and a man’s collar—but she wore them with a sort of flair that had made Anna reconsider her own high-tops with the tongues pulled out and the tight ruching of her black tank top.

“Maybe a snob,” she said. “Or maybe upper class. But not a snob.”

Anna’s beer came, and in the time she took to drink a few big gulps of the lager, the conversation moved on to other stories, tales of other parties, jokes someone had said, moments of comical failure at a club or on the beach. Anna pretended to listen while she thought back to Irini and her little apartment and how, when Anna had licked her fingers from the figs, Irini had jumped up, spry for a woman that age—an age Anna couldn’t quite place—and returned from her kitchen with an embroidered napkin. The initials on the napkin were ΕΣ. Irini S. The priest had not told Anna the last name of the woman to whom she was to bring the figs. Miss Irini, he had said, and told her to ring the second bell from the bottom. The label had come off.



And what had occupied their time, hers and Irini’s, while Anna ate the figs? The woman had told her how Plaka had been before the war, when all the houses were still old and neo-classical, tall structures with French doors and balconies that seemed to Anna more Parisian than Greek when she passed one of the few remaining. The building in which Irini lived was new and ugly, with concrete mottled on purpose in panels across the front to create a sense of decoration. Anna had not noticed this when she had arrived, but had stood in the twilit square looking up at it before she had unlocked the motorbike to leave. She had caught a glimpse of Irini moving across her window. Irini had told her of her own family home, damaged nineteen years ago in the great earthquake of 1999 and too expensive to repair. Irini said no more about either that house or the parents she had inherited it from or the husband she had lived with in it. When Anna finally stood to go, she drew close to the picture frames and saw in one a man with blue eyes and slicked-back hair, and in another a child—a daughter—and then a young woman, and then the same young woman older and with a little boy. My grandson, Irini had said.

The boy had what Anna assumed were his grandfather’s blue eyes, and in the photo he held up to the camera a piece of wrapping paper in one hand and in the other a tambourine. He seemed to be sitting in the lap of his mother, who looked to be a bit older than Anna. Just a bit older than Anna and already the mother of a little boy. As Anna had woven through the narrow streets from Irini’s apartment and through the traffic at the roundabout by Omonia to reach Metaxourgeio and her friends, she had thought about what it would be like to have a child now instead of this life of snatching up jobs and internships as they drifted by, lingering in the old warehouses where the new bars set up their spots, and taking spray cans to the sides of apartment blocks to paint the street art pieces and murals her new friends had encouraged her to paint. She couldn’t really think of it.

Her mind went to her own childhood, not in Athens, not in Greece, but in America where her parents had dropped the suffix from their name and never cooked a lamb or octopus and sent her almost grudgingly to visit with cousins she barely knew in an Athens suburb the year she turned fourteen. That summer she had fallen off a Vespa driven by the boy cousin with little regard for his obligatory passenger. The boy’s mother had daubed her leg with Mercurochrome and slapped her hand later when she tried to pick at the long scab. She wondered what it would be like now to have a little girl like the child Anna herself had been—in skirts and dresses and always wanting bows in her hair. Anna couldn’t imagine it. Your grandson’s cute, she had told Irini as she moved into the hall toward the front door to the apartment. He is in high school now, the old woman had replied.



Once the young woman Anna was gone, Irini double-locked the door to the apartment and crossed back to the living room to clean up after her visitor. As she bent toward the coffee table, Irini noticed the girl standing in the square and looking up at her windows. She considered waving to the girl but pretended not to have seen. She took up the bowl of figs and the glasses with a finger in each one so that they clinked together the way they did for the waiter at her most frequented taverna, and she drifted back into her tiny kitchen. The girl had left behind a fug of sweat and cigarette smoke, and Irini returned to the living room with an atomizer of perfume—a decades-old Fracas she used so sparingly that it had lasted—to clear the smell away. Irini had never taken up smoking, though she understood the fascination. For a brief period during the summer when she had been courted by the man who would become her husband, she had attempted to adopt the habit. But the smoke had made her eyes sting and their watering had in turn smudged her mascara on those nights sitting at the rooftop bars of elegant hotels or in the planted terraces inside the Royal garden. So, she had relinquished cigarettes and had foregone this opportunity for glamour. Her husband smoked a pipe.

She examined the living room and set to straightening the picture frames that Anna had picked up to look at. She smoothed the fabric on the couch and on the chair that she herself had sat in and looked once more at the photographs of her daughter and grandson and of her husband when he was young. Not your type, she said to his image. She said nothing to the photos of her daughter—as a girl and as a mother with her boy—but pressed her lips together in concern. She had told Anna she did not see her daughter, and had allowed for the likely inference about a mother with a teenaged son that these two members of younger generations were too busy for the older woman. She did not see her daughter or her grandson, and she was in fact quite busy on her own. She had two pinochle games and a book club and the need for time in which to read each month’s selection—which was currently the first volume of Proust translated into Greek and which Irini was attempting in the original. She prided herself on her French accent and often earned delighted praise from tourists who wandered through the little square and sought help from her in French-inflected English. In their own tongue, she would then tell them how to get to the Acropolis—this was the only question she was ever asked. Turn left at the far corner of the square, she would tell the tourists, pass the fruit seller on the left, and then turn right onto the pedestrian boulevard. Sometimes, if the tourists seemed especially attentive, she might tell them how the traffic had once surged in chaos where they were about to walk, or how the art deco mansions along the boulevard were slated for demolition. Or she might even tell them of the statues that had been moved from the old museum to the new. She did not overdo this. She was careful, sensitive to her audiences. She would not risk being seen as a doddering old fool who had so few people to speak to that she broke into conversation at the slightest opportunity.

She was busy most days, and this did not even take into account her time spent in the church or speaking with the priest or, every now and then, joining him and his family for lunch at one of the tavernas. He was a young priest. Irini knew he was thought of as a hip priest. His children—two boys—played soccer with him between courses at lunch, passing a red mini-ball back and forth while Irini thought of things to say to their mother. She generally enjoyed these meals and made a show of offering to pay for a pastry tarte at meal’s end. The priest never accepted, having already gone into the kitchen to ensure that the waiter would bring the bill only to him. He assumed that Irini wanted the pastry for herself and so ordered it for the table to share, and this was added to the bill at the priest’s expense. Irini preferred ice cream to pastry, and so she took only the smallest bites and trusted the boys to eat the rest. Their father never noticed this when their lunches ended and Irini said goodbye and thank you and turned the corner for the kiosk and not home. She would buy herself a Magnum ice cream and eat almost all of it there under the kiosk’s awning before it melted and she lost the chocolate coating to the cobblestones.

On cooler days she sometimes bought two Magnums, if she could trust the second one to survive the walk home. She pulled one Magnum now from the small collection in her freezer and returned with it and a china plate to the living room. The sun had gone down and the Acropolis was lit, and she sat in her chair and watched the walls of the ancient palisade and the illuminated columns of the Parthenon as if they were her television.

And what did she think of as she gazed on the stone and marble? She thought first of the Sound and Light shows on the Acropolis, donated to Greece by the French nation, and how she used to take her daughter to the shows at the end of every school year. She thought of the lights moving up an ancient path to match the prerecorded sound of sandals on gravel as the runner Pheidippides came from Marathon to announce Greek victory in battle and then collapsed into death. She thought of the Proust and how the man had made a career from illness and how she could do the same herself, if she stayed inside her tiny apartment. Except she was not ill. Old, but not ill. High blood pressure that was common even for those much younger than her eighty-two years, and a cataract that had clouded her vision. But that had been taken care of and she could see even better out of that once-cloudy eye and needed no correction. She had popped the left lens out of the glasses she used at home where no one would comment on her frugality.

She was not ill as Proust had been—if he had been. Irini considered always the possibility—though in her view it was far more than possible—that people told themselves as many lies as they told others. Proust’s illness might have been the tale he told himself, the ancient marathoner’s health the lie he told to his commanders who sent him on the errand that killed him. She thought then of the girl, Anna, whom she realized she should call a woman and not a girl since at Anna’s age Irini had already lived through two wars. The girl—the word had already become a habit—had not even lived through the military junta. She had not even seen the roundups of political prisoners and after seven years the arrival of new freedoms and the gathering up of all the junta flags and hiding them away in favor of the new flags of the republic. She was born after all that. The girl had come to Greece knowing none of it.

Not that they had spoken of all this, but Irini could tell. There was a certain bright-eyed nature to this girl and there was her hopefulness about the church—rare in someone of her generation, though likely the hip priest had something to do with that. But here she was, this child so young she was born after everything, arriving into a country to take up a job when there were hardly any to be had, thanks to the crisis, working in a gallery, she had said, for little money. Yes, that was the important detail, the tendency of young people to call a job something they did for free for someone else. Irini would call this charity. This was a strange thing about the young. They gave so much away even as they were always looking for what someone else could give them. Irini was neither fool nor hypocrite. She relied on the munificence of the kind priest and his church, and about that, she claimed few falsehoods.

So, Anna had come here for this job at an art gallery and when every Greek her age wanted to leave the country, she had stayed. Thanks to a passport from her parents’ Greek birth, she could stay as long as she liked. When Anna said the word for passport, Irini heard the accent. It was not strong, but it was there. The girl could almost pass for native, but if you really listened you could hear that she was something else instead.

The buzz of noise from the square grew suddenly louder, and Irini checked her watch. The Timex had been her husband’s and the black band was cracked and far too loose on her wrist, and yet she wore it with the large face that knocked against her wristbone. Just after eleven. Over at the rooftop cinema, the credits were scrolling against the screen, which was in actuality the blank wall of the adjacent building. The audience members were spilling out of the lobby and into the square, and she could hear people making plans for dinner or drinks. Irini rose—something she still did easily and without pressing up on the arms of the chair—and fetched the Proust from the bedroom and took the book to the kitchen and began to read while she waited for her kettle to boil. She would drink a chamomile and read for one hour before bed.



This was all happening in a city that had its way of keeping people apart and then thrusting them together as if by some heaving of tectonic plates, in a gentler version of the heaving that had seriously damaged Irini’s family home and that several times a year rattled the china and the flat-screen televisions inside its millions of apartments. Not long after Anna had first arrived to work for no pay in the gallery, one such earthquake had knocked to the polished marble floor several artworks fortunately fashioned from canvas and unglazed. Alone in the space, she had hunched in a doorway while plaster drifted from the walls of the high transoms and a car alarm wailed outside the door. The day after Anna took the figs to Irini’s house, a Saturday, she went to the gallery to work, and Irini went out for her walk around the neighborhood, and though they were only a few hundred meters apart, they did not cross paths until the Sunday.

Sunday, Irini went for morning mass to the church with the stubby nave and took her customary seat beside a column where she rested her head against the stone. In the summer the column was cooler than the rest of the church, which was almost cool enough. She closed her eyes to listen better to the liturgical singing of the young priest and to rid her mind of the image of him with his priestly bun resembling too much the sort of hairstyle sported by the secular young men of the city. The last time she had seen him, her grandson had affected such a style, with a portion of his hair bound up on top of his head as if he had forgotten to form a complete ponytail out of it. This priest was so young that sometimes she mistook him for her grandson’s age. He must have been not much older when he had married and had the first of his two boys.

Because her eyes were closed, Irini did not see Anna arrive and take up a seat across the aisle from her, though she did sense an alteration in the scent of the space, a shift in the incense toward something even darker and richer. This was a scent Irini recognized from tourists who sat in the little square sometimes with small dogs at their feet and thick leashes of rope they draped over their wrists. She knew from the waiters that these tourists spent even less money than the Greek young people who sat for hours over a single inexpensive coffee. The waiters complained to her and did not seem to mind that Irini herself spent even less than all of them, for most of the time she paid only in a greeting as she passed the cafés and earned in exchange another round of praise for her agility. The waiters did not use this word—they exhorted imaginary listeners to look at her—but Irini knew that this was what they meant. They knew from her talk of the war how old she must be—she did nothing to conceal her age—and she knew they expected her to be barely able to put one foot before the other, and not to tramp to the Acropolis on the days of free admission or to carry her shopping in her string bag instead of pushing it in a little cart over the cobbles like the other women of her generation.

Irini opened her eyes to see the source of the offending scent that reminded her of the broke tourists and saw it was the young girl Anna. Irini recognized the odor of stale cigarettes and sweat that had lingered in her apartment after the girl had brought the figs, mixed now with the scent—it was patchouli—that she found particularly odious. Anna sat with her eyes closed and her head leaning like Irini’s against the answering column on the other side. Anna did this not to cool the back of her head but to sense the priest’s words—though she did not always understand the ecclesiastical Greek—as coming to her from somewhere beyond this touristed corner of the ancient city where she was still subject to the calls of gift-shop owners.

When Anna had first arrived in the city, she had brought with her a wardrobe she thought fitting for a gallery assistant but had soon learned that the black of her clothing was too hot for all but the deepest winter days and, in the spring, had stood out far too starkly against the bright stones and the brighter light that surrounded her. Her shoes had proved dangerously slippery on the sidewalks of cement that had been polished to a shine as if they were as ancient as the steps to the Acropolis, where she had seen a woman fall and break her hip. So, she had converted to the high-top sneakers with the pulled-out tongue and the skinny jeans and tight-fitting tops she had seen at the cafés of Metaxourgeio. On days when a new exhibit opened, she threw a blazer over the tight tops and this was enough. The gallery owner was almost never there except in winter, preferring to spend the warm weather on an island in the Aegean, and the artists who did come in seemed to see a kinship between themselves and her.

Though she did not always understand the formal language of the liturgy, Anna expected by now to seem like a native. And still whenever she walked a few blocks into the Plaka, the shopkeepers addressed her in English, a language she used now only on her weekly Skype calls with her parents, who drifted into the tongue of their daughter’s American upbringing. They spoke English with the faint accents of Greek America, while Anna was beginning to bring a delicate Hellenic cadence to her English speech. It seemed to her that for the first time in her life she and her parents spoke the same language: Greek-accented English. She tried once to hold the weekly Skype call in her parents’ native tongue and found she had outstripped them. She quickly turned to English to spare them all the embarrassment of this strange linguistic exile.

She was to call her parents that night, as she did each Sunday. This had been her request, not theirs. They had seen it as nothing or almost nothing to be in a land not your own, having embarked for the United States in their twenties without knowing anyone at their destination. And they reminded Anna that Greece was not really foreign to her. Her parents had been disappointed to discover that Astoria was the strange, hyphenated hybrid that was wholly neither of its two terms. The residents of Astoria were neither truly Greek, like Anna’s parents, nor quite American, and so Anna and her parents had become an island unto themselves within that enclave of Queens. They did not send Anna to Greek school at the local church, insisting quite correctly that, even for the faithful, churchgoing was not a custom of their country. They did not socialize with their neighbors, preferring instead to make American friends—they stressed the word with the weight of fantasy—but struggling to find them. Anna’s parents pointed to the summer visit when she was fourteen as if it had cemented her identity as someone of the place. All it had given her had been a scar on her knee and a few cotton shirts she had worn in America only once before realizing the garments were made solely for the tourist trade and also quite decidedly out of place outside of Greece.

What would she tell her parents in today’s call? She had not yet told them about her church attendance and would not do so today either. Anna knew that hardly any Greeks attended liturgy on Sundays, even among the most devout. Most Greeks required the special occasion of a holiday or a milestone event in their own lives—an important journey or a rite of passage—before they would go to church, and then mostly as a kind of good-luck superstition. She would perhaps find another way to tell her parents about the old lady Irini, concocting a different story for how they had met. Or perhaps she would say nothing of her at all. The woman had come into her life one afternoon and had already passed out of it. An idea had formed in Anna’s mind that her meeting with the woman, with its conversation and cup of tea, carried about it something illicit, despite having been arranged by Father Emmanouil.

She listened to him now, realizing he had shifted from the melodic chanting of the service to his spoken homily. She opened her eyes and saw that his attention was focused across the aisle. She shifted her gaze just enough to conceal her focus on anything besides the holy setting and saw the old lady herself in the seat that was counterpart to Anna’s own. She made to tuck her hair behind her ear and looked again more closely. Yes, it was Irini, with white hair cropped in what would have seemed a pixie cut on a woman of Anna’s generation, in a collared blouse and trim skirt like those she had worn before. Irini was a widow but Anna took note of the fact that unlike others she did not wear only black. Her blouse today was a pale but electric blue and her skirt a charcoal gray.

The priest smiled, at Irini it seemed, and then signaled with his eyes toward Anna. Anna caught a movement from across the aisle and turned fully, feigning new surprise at the acquaintance. Irini dipped her head in Anna’s direction and smiled. The smile was yielded rather than offered, as if the woman shared Anna’s sense of the illicit nature of their connection. In fact, Irini was annoyed to be drawn out from the conversation she was conducting with her God and with which she felt the priest at least should be trusted not to interfere.

Seeing Irini’s smile, the priest looked out upon the congregation, his introductions now complete. The congregation that day numbered six. Besides Anna and Irini, there were two old women in black, clearly widows. Irini knew the women and tried to avoid all association with them as she knew them to be her age. She considered them living reminders of how close they all were to death. She should have embraced these memento mori as license for her own electric blues and oranges and greens. But Irini did not like even to approach the widows lest their nearness to death become contagious and lest she somehow be compelled to trade her colors for their somber and penitent attire. A few rows behind the old women were two young men Anna’s age from Ethiopia who had arrived in Athens two years ago from Addis Ababa. Oumer had worked as a barista there and Tamrat as a journalist, and they had met in the Ethiopian Orthodox church in another part of Athens. They had left Ethiopia not out of desperation—and in fact were fed up with the assumption made by so many Athenians that they were economic refugees. Tamrat had, at least, had cause for a quick departure, since his reporting often put him on the wrong side of the leading party. But Oumer had come to Greece because of Santorini. In a film he had seen a man free-running through a north African city, and this had led him to take up the sport of parkour. It was on the terraced buildings of Santorini that the world’s best ran and leapt and swung and twirled. And more than Oumer was a barista, he was, now, a member of a team of free-runners with their own matching tracksuits and their routes around the city’s parks and construction sites, and sometimes he arrived in church with smears of red dust along a tracksuited knee or hip.

Oumer and Tamrat had left the Ethiopian church in Nea Kypseli and arrived at this church in Plaka with the stubby nave because they shared a frustration with the ethnic politics of the priest. They had become apostates of their own home Orthodoxy and chosen this of all of Athens’ churches. Father Emmanouil’s welcome of them had been fueled in part by his enthusiasm to share his experiences of Lalibela where Oumer’s and Tamrat’s Christian ancestors had carved cruciform churches down into the living rock. The priest had traveled there just before attending seminary, before his marriage, before his own country had become an accidental destination for those hoping to reach greater European prosperity farther north. So, when Anna had first arrived, he had delighted in introducing her to Oumer and Tamrat and in telling this newcomer from America his story of his travels and his backpack and the churches in the rock. Her arrival at Father Emmanouil’s little church, and her regular return for Sunday liturgies, was a small miracle the priest greeted with excitement and relief, though he quickly gave up hope that the girl would lead her young friends to join her and swell his congregation.



When the service finished, the priest accompanied his congregants toward the entrance, where the heat of the city was as solid as a wall. The two widows left quickly, not wishing to be seen to socialize with the Ethiopians who, in their eyes, were marked as undesirable by their nationality and by the color of their skin. Nothing Father Emmanouil had said to them could convince the women otherwise, and they determined that their attendance at church most Sundays more than made up for their opinions. Irini lingered, for she wished to thank the priest for the figs, and it pleased her to ask the Ethiopians about their week within earshot of the widows who would purse their lips together at the untoward behavior of someone who should have been like them. Irini could not afford to venture to the coffee shop where Oumer currently worked, and Oumer was not yet in a position to serve her coffees on the house, but she had promised him that when he did open his own shop, as was his stated plan, she would be among his first customers for coffee served in the gracious way of his homeland. When she had said this, she had cautioned that, of course, she might not still be alive by then, and she had made her customary tip forward of the head to accept Oumer’s compliment for how ageless she both seemed and was. She did not mention that she would be the kind of customer whose business comes at a cost to the barista.

The girl Anna was there by the entrance too, and the truth was that Irini realized she had been seeing the girl at Sunday liturgy for weeks now but had never paid attention to her until she had appeared in the foyer of the apartment building and Irini had buzzed her in not knowing who it was. This was a practice that the priest’s wife disapproved of and scolded Irini for, but Irini did not see the trouble as, at her age, she had little to lose and less to be stolen and sometimes those who came into the building offered coupons and free samples. In this way, she had over the years obtained a very nice lavender soap and a free ice cream and a set of plastic cups. So, when the girl had stood at the base of the steps in the foyer that led up to the old cage-style elevator and Irini had peered over the railing from the second floor, she had vaguely recognized her but without knowing from where. She would have let the girl in even without that hint of recognition, for the girl said Father Emmanouil had sent her and she had held a basket of figs with both hands on the handle. She had made Irini think of Little Red Riding Hood and, in that case, if the fairy tale were to serve, Irini would have been either dead already or a wolf in disguise. Again, and always, she had nothing to lose and the potential of reward from extending an invitation to the girl to come on up.

Today she had come to the church to show her appreciation and respect for the priest, her landlord, as if the service were a play or a recital he performed for which he would require an audience. And she had come also to complain to God, to scold him for his uncooperative nature of late. Listen, she had told him before she had seen the priest making meaningful gestures with his eyes to the young girl across the aisle. Listen, God, I know you think you needn’t bother with me at my age of eighty-two, but I’m still here and I show no sign of disappearing, unless you have some rash and frankly unfair plans for me. So, give me, please, a little peace in the hip joints. Is that too much to ask? Because I don’t fancy switching to flat shoes, and I have spent a lifetime negotiating these cobbled streets in heels and don’t intend to change my habits now. And didn’t we speak already about the cost of electricity? You’re going to have to find me something to do to make more money—which I think could be difficult because, again, let me remind you, I am eighty-two and you and I both know I have not lost my looks, but there is little I can do with them now. And what would I do? Join Oumer at his espresso bar? She had chuckled to herself then and that must have been what had set the priest to his meaningful glances. But this was not funny, she had gone on, and if her God found this amusing then he was not the sort of God she could place her faith in after all. He had better get to work and either bring the government to its senses so they could lower the taxes on electricity so she could keep her fan running when it was very hot, or convince Father Emmanouil, who worked for him, after all, to include utilities with the free rent he was already providing.

Now that the service was over, she told the priest how much she had enjoyed it and said her hellos to Oumer and Tamrat and said a polite hello to the girl Anna. Before she could depart—her irritated prayer had made her more eager than usual for solitude—the priest asked her to another Sunday lunch. Join us, he said to Irini, meaning his family, and yet the girl Anna assumed that it was she who was indicated by the plural.

“Oh, yes, do,” she said to Irini, and then she thanked the priest for the opportunity, which, Irini could see from the discomfiture he tried to hide, he had not intended. It would be rude of him to pay for Irini’s lunch and not Anna’s and so, with the girl joining them, he would have to justify the expense of two lunch guests as church business, and though the Greek Orthodox church had lots of money, the priest’s particular establishment depended on a small budget and the infrequent benefactions of a Plaka-born shipping magnate.

“Of course,” he said and then repeated his invitation. “Please come today, Irini. Though the boys will be sad to hear they missed you.” The boys were spending the day with his wife’s parents. The boys, Irini was sure, would miss not her but the pastry of which she would have let them eat the lion’s share. But thinking of the pastry made her think of the ice cream she could have instead—since her lunch would be paid for and she would thus have less spending on the day’s food and she would require only a yogurt and a boiled egg for her supper before bed, following so large a meal at midday. So, she agreed and tried not to notice the great enthusiasm of the girl. Didn’t this Anna have better places to go? Shouldn’t she be on the back of a motorbike headed to a beach, instead of having lunch in Plaka with a priest’s family and an old woman? Irini said exactly this to her and watched the girl’s face turn a deep crimson as she searched for a reply.

“Don’t mind Irini,” the priest said. And Irini snapped a frowning face toward him. “She says what she thinks, but she never means you harm.”

The priest knew nothing about Irini’s intentions to create harm. She doubted he had the kind of access to such information his employer was supposed to have, and today she doubted that that kind of insight was available even to her God.

“Yes,” she said, with a smile to Anna and a reminder to herself that she had in fact passed several pleasant hours in the girl’s company just two days prior. “Don’t mind me. I speak my mind, but I know when to ease up.”

The lunch was not an altogether unpleasant affair in the beginning. The priest led them to the usual taverna after sending a text message to his wife, a message that employed a liberal use of emojis to indicate—as she and only she would understand—that he was making the best of the situation and that the lovemaking they had been looking forward to would have to wait. His wife’s reply with the image of a clock and a dancing lady could easily have been construed as something innocent, were the priest’s phone to fall into someone else’s hands. When he told her this concern that evening as he stepped out of his briefs in their dark bedroom, she burst into muffled laughter and teased him for thinking like a spy. As they made love, her laughter bubbled up periodically and she agreed he would not want the phone to fall into enemy hands. Now as the group arrived at the taverna, he stuffed the phone deep into the pocket of his cassock to be certain no exposure would occur, and he resisted every impulse to retrieve the phone each time it buzzed with a notification until his wife arrived in person to join the meal.

Without the boys there, the conversation among the four adults took some time to become established. Freed from the interruptions of the boys’ chatter and their comings and goings from the table, the discussion faltered where it had room to flow. It was not until they had all completed the long process of ordering and not until the dishes had been described to Anna, who wished she knew the cost of each one so that she could order with modesty in case the priest was paying and with slightly less frugality in case she would be paying for herself—not until then did the priest’s wife, whose name was Nefeli, ask how Anna and Irini had become friends. Nefeli saw her choice of words had been a poor one as the older woman sat up in surprise and the younger reddened.

“Young Anna here brought me your figs,” Irini said. “She was the fig-bearer.” Anna smiled agreement, not certain whether this title came from an ancient statue she should know.

“The basket you wanted me to take to Irini,” the priest said to his wife. “I had an appointment to get to and Anna offered to help, so I sent her to Irini. And the rest is history.”

His final comment was unfortunate, for no one at the table, not even Father Emmanouil himself, knew what he meant by it. Who was he, Irini wondered, to make such a claim on her life and on her time? Who was he to make such assumptions of her personality, that he could introduce this girl who knew nothing and who worked for no money to Irini, who had attended the finest school for girls in all of Athens and who had been introduced to royalty, meeting Queen Friederiki not once but many times before the war? And besides, to say the rest was history was to imply a future and Irini’s future was already spoken for, no matter what she told her God in her defiance. Anna was no less bewildered by the priest’s statement but she was not displeased. To think of herself as already connected to this woman with the pixie cut and the trim skirt and the men’s watch that dangled from her wrist like jewelry was to consider herself one step closer to something important. She could not say what, exactly, but it was a corpus of understanding, of wisdom, that she knew she did not possess. She knew that she knew nothing. She knew that when she sat down beneath the birdcage by the espresso machine and laughed at slang she was only beginning to understand, she was approaching a life from which she was still off-center, peripheral. Her friends she met at the bar with the birdcage were no closer to that center than she was. They were all born after everything, and they complained of being reminded so by their grandmothers and great-aunts who lived with them in their parents’ houses. But because they were from here, even in their ignorance they had access to something Anna could not reach.
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